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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper reports on the development to date of a pedagogical model of higher 
education/industry engagement aimed at enhancing employability and professional 
practice in selected built environment disciplines. In particular, it focuses on the 
conceptualisation informing the development of the model; a model in which work 
integrated learning (WIL) plays a significant role.  
 
In the discussion, specific attention is given to the nature of professional knowledge 
and the role and responsibilities of academia and practice in the development of this 
knowledge. From a collaborative, transformative stakeholder (Orrell, 2004) frame of 
reference, the paper proposes a conceptual framework based on Boyer’s integration of 
scholarship (1999) where, for this project, teaching, learning, research and application 
are understood to be integrally entwined at an undergraduate, not just post graduate 
level.  
 
In all, the paper makes a contribution through its consideration of ‘practice’, 
‘pedagogy’ and ‘partnership’ as mutually inclusive concepts central to the issue of 
employability and the continuing relevance of professional education.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The paper commences with a description of employability as it has evolved in recent 
times. In an Australian context experiencing a severe skills shortage, employability is 
attracting increasing attention from industry, students and government. Some of the 
factors informing this are considered, together with approaches adopted by the Higher 
Education sector in response to the pressure being placed on it to improve the 
employability of its graduates. This then provides the context for describing a work 
integrated learning program that is integrative, cooperative, and underpinned by 
action-based methodology and pedagogy; a pedagogy concerned with enhancing 
professional practice as well as employability.  
 
WHAT IS EMPLOYABILITY? 
 
In a general sense, ‘employability’ relates to a person’s ability to gain employment. 
However, when used by government and industry in discussions to do with 
Australia’s capacity to effectively operate in a ‘global knowledge-based economy’ 
(Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 2002, p. 1), it is often referred to in 
association with ‘skills’ and the ability to get the most out of employment both for the 
employee as well as the employer. According to the Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations (2002), ‘employability skills’ are the “skills 
required not only to gain employment, but also to progress within an enterprise so as 
to achieve one’s potential and contribute successfully to enterprise strategic 
directions”. 
 
The notion of employability presented above represents a move away from skills in a 
technical sense to an appreciation of skills in the generic sense. Indeed, several reports 
and papers differentiate between the two making reference to “employability and 
technical skills” (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 
2005, p. 1). In nomenclature terms, technical skills are now labelled ‘discipline 
specific skills’ or ‘hard skills’, and other ‘soft skills’ as ‘employability skills’. At the 
very least, the ‘soft skills’ include generic capabilities such as: initiative/enterprise; 
communication; teamwork; technology; problem solving; self-management; planning 
and organisation; learning (that is, the capacity to learn new things and the 
preparedness for continuing professional development (Department of Education, 
Science and Training (DEST), the Business Council of Australia (BCA); the 
Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ACCI)). More recently, these have 
been extended to include personal attributes, such as: loyalty; commitment; honesty 
and integrity; enthusiasm; reliability; personal presentation; commonsense; positive 
self-esteem; motivation; sense of humour; balanced attitude to work and home life; 
ability to deal with pressure; adaptability (Australian Government, 2008). 
 
The consideration of generic capabilities as employability skills reflects a growing 
acceptance of their contribution to the improved matching of jobs to employee, 
increased job satisfaction, increased productivity (Australian Government, 2008), 
transferability to different work and personal environments and situations, and 
flexibility in dealing with a highly dynamic and changing world. Currently, then, 
generic skills are grouped into the following categories: basic/fundamental skills; 
people-related skills; conceptual/thinking skills; personal skills and attributes; 
business skills; and community skills (Gibb, 2004 in DEST, 2006, p. 8). 
 
THE HIGHER EDUCATION SECTOR’S RESPONSE TO THE ISSUE OF 
EMPLOYABILITY 
 
There is increasing pressure on Australian universities (by students paying for their 
education as well as by government and industry for the reasons previously 
highlighted) to give greater emphasis and accept more responsibility for ‘graduate 
employability’. Systems currently in place hold universities accountable for their 
graduates’ success in gaining employment. The Graduate Destination Survey is one 
instrument used nationally to measure and report on this.  
 
One of the main ways universities have responded to these demands has been to 
include some form of work placement during or at the end of the student’s course of 
study. Citing Harvey et al (1997), Orrell (2004) describes how recent research 
“...illustrates that students who had undertaken a work-integrated learning experience 
or a skill-development component during their course of study were more likely than 
others to have reflected positively on their university experience and to have achieved 
employment within their chosen field” (p. 1). The way in which work-based learning 
has been implemented varies from university to university and course to course. Some 
professions such as architecture, engineering, medicine, teaching, for example, have a 
long history of requiring students to undertake and complete a component or 
components of work practice; developing in the process their own descriptors, such as 
practicum, internships, work experience, to mention a few. How students undertake 
their work-based learning also varies. In Australia, work-based learning can occur 
through programs that include: recognition of prior work experience; independent 
work-based modules; stand-alone work experience awards; sandwich degree 
programs; work-based learning degree programs; corporate degrees; and graduate 
work-based learning (Hunt, 2006, p. 266).  
 
Work-based learning, whatever the form, is not an end in itself (Orrell, 2004). “The 
continuing use of work-based learning by universities may be explained by its value 
as a learning tool. However, like any other teaching and learning tool, work-based 
learning is not in itself valuable. The full potential of work-based learning is only 
realised by the pedagogy that informs its application” (Hunt, 2006, p. 263) and by the 
operational and support infrastructure put in place at the organisational level (Orrell, 
2004; Hunt, 2006).  
 
LEARNING IN THE WORKPLACE 
 
Because the workplace is the context of practice, learning in the workplace is 
considered a form of authentic learning informed by real contexts, activities, and best 
practice. Associated with this are opportunities to experience multiple roles and 
perspectives, to work collaboratively and reflectively in the construction of 
knowledge, to apply theory to ‘real’ problems reinforcing and consolidating learning 
at university (Hunt 2006), to develop generic skills, and among other things, to start to 
understand the culture and to learn the discourse of the profession. Such opportunities 
for authentic learning are not available in the same way in the academic environment 
at university. For Hunt (2006), authentic learning is an eclectic pedagogy 
incorporating elements of experiential learning, problem-based learning, flexible 
learning, situated learning, and action learning. Other pedagogies that also have 
relevance are cooperative learning and reflective learning.  
 
Further to this, Duignan (2002) differentiates between behavioural theories of 
learning and cognitive theories of learning. While he proposes that learning in the 
workplace tends to be behaviourally driven in that it emphasises stimulus-response 
relationships, he also recognises the role of cognitive structures which encourage 
reflection and self-knowledge, especially where situations and tasks become more 
complex and ill-defined. It stands to reason then that a pedagogically driven work-
based program should attempt to integrate the two. It is in this sense that work-based 
learning becomes ‘work-integrated learning’, not just in the sense of work placement 
units incorporated in a student’s academic course, which is the usual meaning 
attributed to the term.  
 
The project described in this paper accepts this notion of integration as its basic 
premise, and of the associated need to better understand the nature of knowledge 
developed in academia, the nature of knowledge developed in the workplace and how 
the two can complement each other in more relevant, efficient and mutually beneficial 
ways. Several researchers point to distinct differences between ‘academic knowledge’ 
and ‘professional practice knowledge’. The act of differentiation has its roots in the 
belief emerging in the 19th century that universities taught the knowledge (the theory) 
that was to be applied later in practice (Savage, 2005), in the process denying, or at 
the very least, devaluing the role of practice as a learning environment. In recent 
years, this understanding is changing to one that accepts both as learning 
environments.  
 
While some view work places as environments where the knowledge developed in the 
university is extended and consolidated (particularly procedural knowledge, for 
example, practical and technical skills), others differentiate in terms of the type of 
knowledge that can be developed in each. According to Gibbons et al (1994) (in 
Savage, 2005), Mode 1 knowledge is developed in universities and Mode 2 
knowledge is developed in practice. Mode 1 knowledge is “homogeneous, academic, 
fixed and hierarchical”; Mode 2 knowledge is “heterogeneous, transient, socially 
accountable, reflexive, and localised” (Savage, 2005, p. 4). Reinforcing this 
distinction, Orrell (2007) describes academic knowledge as “predictable, intentional, 
replicable, prolonged and student-focussed”, and professional practice knowledge as 
“unpredictable, immediate, unique, transient”. Implicit in this is an awareness of the 
contexuality of learning rather than the content of learning per se. For example, while 
work placements also provide students with the opportunity to learn ‘academic’ 
substantive and procedural knowledge (theory of structures, for instance, or the 
process of design), this substantive or procedural learning happens in a context 
(physical, cultural and experiential) that affords, even necessitates, other forms of 
learning not available or possible in a non-practice environment. The shift to regard 
generic capabilities and personal attributes as employability skills described in a 
previous section is an attempt to recognise and address this. Several questions remain 
unanswered however, including: 
 
• Does our current understanding adequately represent the potential of the work 
place as a learning environment, in other words, is there more to know 
especially when business and work environments are rapidly changing? 
• If there is, what can we do as educators and researchers to develop a more 
comprehensive understanding and remain up-to-date with the emerging 
demands and possibilities of practice? 
• Are our current academic systems, approaches and academic/practice 
relationships adequate in realising the potential of work environments as 
learning environments? 
• If not, how can we respond to this perceived need? 
 
TOWARDS A MORE INTEGRATIVE, COOPERATIVE, ACTION PEDAGOGY 
FOR WORK-BASED LEARNING 
 
The preceding section highlights issues and questions that this section now attempts to 
address through a description of a project currently underway in the Faculty of Built 
Environment & Engineering (BEE), Queensland University of Technology (QUT). 
The project is research informed and practice-based. It underpins the development and 
implementation of a faculty-wide work-integrated learning (WIL) program. In the 
context of this paper, it represents a position from which to view employability and 
develop possible responses to its increasing emphasis by students, practice and the 
government. It should be said, however, that the impetus for undertaking the project 
was not exclusively that of enhancing employability. Overall, the project is driven by 
the desire to be more collaborative and holistic in attempts to improve professional 
practice and its capacity to enhance outcomes individually and collectively. The WIL 
program was viewed as a primary vehicle in laying the ground work for facilitating 
the formation of different types of partnerships, and through them, highly responsive 
and sustainable practice.  
 
Accepting the contextualised or situated nature of learning and the uniquely authentic 
context of practice for learning, the approach adopted in developing the curricula and 
implementation strategies for the BEE WIL program was one informed by the notion 
of context (particularly, cultural context) and integrative and inclusive engagement by 
the main stakeholders (Franz, 2007). Orrell (2004) describes this as reflecting a 
‘transformative stakeholder ethos’; an ethos that seeks benefits for all parties and that 
views learning in the workplace as “...holistic, rather than task focused, [where] 
students are encouraged to develop new ideas through the exploration of subject 
matter and the actual workplace”. Drawing on the work of Harvey et al (1997), Orrell 
goes on to describe how this ethos “...epitomises Learning Organisations and leads to 
authentic, ongoing, transformative partnerships integrating work, curriculum and 
research”.  
 
The idea of integrating teaching and research is particularly relevant in the current 
Higher Education context where there is a tendency for research and teaching to be 
seen as discrete even competing activities. Grigg (2005, p. 4) argues that more than 
anything, combining teaching and research enables graduates to participate actively in 
knowledge creation and practices of learning within their own discipline and work 
environments (in Franz, 2007). While Grigg discusses this in relation to the graduate 
context, the BEE model is also exploring its relevance in informing learning and 
producing mutual benefits at the undergraduate level while the student is undertaking 
a work placement as a formal component of their course. The WIL student’s 
simultaneous connection with academia in the context of transformative engagement 
enables iterative relationships to develop for research, teaching and application 
advancing at the macro level the scholarship of integration as presented by Boyer 
(1990). Inherent in this is reconsideration of the student as a novice researcher as well 
as a learning practitioner; of the employer as a researcher and practitioner educator; of 
the practice organisation as an academy in practice; and of educators as teaching 
researchers. To facilitate this, the project is in the process of establishing professional, 
industry and educational networks to cooperatively develop the WIL curricula as well 
as share the responsibility for its implementation, evaluation and on-going 
development; curricula which gives students, practitioners and educators the 
opportunity to learn how to learn from and through practice, and how this can be 
integrated with learning at and through university. The process as a whole is guided 
by action research methodology which also involves practitioners in a continuing 
study of the current and likely issues/challenges for practice. Developing an evolving 
mutually shared understanding of the nature of practice and its issues and challenges 
is crucial to the use of the practice environment as an effective learning environment. 
This action research methodology is also used to pedagogically inform WIL teaching 
and learning. “The action learning approach suggests that people learn best about 
work, at work and through work, within a structure which encourages learning” (Koo, 
1999 in Hunt, 2006, p. 272). 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This paper has reported on a project which explores the issue of employability and the 
necessity for an integrative, cooperative, transformative work integrated learning 
(WIL) model in helping to prepare students (in this case, built environment students) 
for professional practice. The decision to adopt an action research approach connected 
integrally to a work placement program acknowledges the continually changing and 
challenging nature of professional practice and the need to work collaboratively with 
practice in understanding the nature of practice and the implications for professional 
education as a whole. In addition, it presupposes a role for the work environment as a 
learning environment that currently is largely unrealised. Overall, the paper makes an 
argument for the consideration of ‘practice’, pedagogy’, and ‘partnership’ as mutually 
inclusive concepts central to the issue of employability and the continuing relevance 
of professional education. 
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